Trends in research related to the influence of "water activity" on microorganisms in food.
The use of humectants and drying to make foods safe and stable has been one of the underlying principles of food preservation for centuries. With the more recent discovery that the ratio of water vapor pressure to that of pure water (aw) is a useful parameter when related to microbial growth and other stabilizing factors in foods, a valuable means of predicting stability factors based on water limitation has become available. Microorganisms have been categorized with respect to their capacity to grow and produce metabolites in various conditions of limited aw. In addition, the metabolic basis for microbial inhibition has now been determined and schemes for its genetic control have been uncovered. The implications that these discoveries have in a wide variety of applications are far-reaching.